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Good afternoon, again my name is Joel Nelsen and I am President of California Citrus Mutual, a citrus producers’ trade association with a membership consisting of 200 growers farming in excess of 120,000 acres.  Our industry produces approximately $1.3b worth of fresh citrus the primary varieties being the navel orange, lemon, mandarin varieties and the summer Valencia oranges.  We are the number one fresh citrus producing state in the nation.
Today I would like to focus my testimony on the Conservation Title of the upcoming Farm Bill.  There is not much history to speak of inasmuch citrus growers and members of the specialty crop industry in general have little to say about this title from a historical perspective.  Like so much of previous farm bills we simply have not been able to access what few programs exist for commodities such as ours.

I would like to note that specialty crop growers produce approximately 50% of the farm gate value of total agricultural crop production in the United States.  Our share of farm bill activities is very small however.  We will make an effort to change that in the 2007 farm Bill.  I believe strongly that the allocation of resources aimed at addressing issues of concern to specialty crop growers must reflect the value of their production to our economy as well as the dietary needs of all Americans.  We look forward to working with you, members of this committee, the entire Agricultural committee and finally Congress in writing such as bill.
You may be aware that our collective industry has formed the Specialty Crop Farm Bill Alliance in an effort to be more active and thereby make the farm bill more productive for our industry.  We have no choice but to be engaged and try to make our farm policy via the farm bill more balanced.  In the past it has been far to narrow in its outreach to agriculture across the nation.  That must change.  Today competition around the globe and governments around the world mirror our farm policy.  But in too many of those cases the mirror is for all commodities produced, unlike our farm bill policy which has favored a few.

To some extent that has been our own fault in that we have avoided entanglement with government has we move fresh fruit and vegetables around the world.  But now industries such as mine are faced with global competition that is unfair and a changing societal perspective on how best to make our nutritious commodities viable for the consumer.  As an example our industry presently accesses very little from the previous farm bill.  But our competition in Spain accesses a billion dollars in direct subsidies plus assistance from varied programs.
To help accomplish our objective we have participated in several listening sessions and I myself have participated in hearings in the Senate and discussions here in the House.  I have also participated with a team of environmental and agricultural leaders in California with senior staff 

from Congressman Dennis Cardoza’s office to develop broader and fairer application of the Farm Bill in specific areas.  The combination of activities has been incorporated into the Congressman’s legislation, HR 1600, the Eat Healthy America Act.

Our number one priority is the expansion of the EQUIP Program.  The existing program is over subscribed and a majority of the funds are mandated for one segment of agriculture.  If there are to be mandates then they should be based on the USDA’s nutrition pyramid or the percentage of revenue contributed to the overall agriculture value.  
The formula for access, the smaller pool accessible and the number of subscribers all preclude the ability of an industry such as ours to participate adequately in this program.  It’s a good program and requires more support from Congress.  In my industry we use to modernize irrigation systems, change equipment to satisfy new environmental regulations and that’s about it.  

With a better funded EQUIP program we can reward higher levels of environmental performance, address local, state and national environmental priorities and utilized the most efficient and cost effective methods for producing fresh fruits and vegetables in a more environmentally sensitive manner.

Our ideas in this area include adding provisions clarifying that states must consider the overall cost effectiveness of proposed projects and target funds to projects that will deliver environmental benefits in the most cost effective manner.

We believe resources of concern such as water quality and air quality should be prioritized for consideration.  To that end a specific air quality program must be established within EQUIP we believe.  Much like the administration’s farm bill proposal places a priority on water quality an equal priority should be applied to air.   

If we do this then we must do one more thing and it too is priority number one.  Congress and USDA must recognize that the economics of specialty crop farming are entirely different than program, animal, dairy and other aspects of agriculture.  The Adjusted Gross Income calculations and limitations either eliminate our industry from participation or reduce the effectiveness so as to make the effort less than the worthwhile.
The whole area of technical assistance needs greater support in this title.  Research leads to new and better ideas.  The cost of implementation and/or acquiring the knowledge to implement is often left unsaid.  Technical assistance can be classified within the Conservation Title can contain incentives to spread the knowledge and educate the end user thus achieving the objective in a more timely manner. 

The Emergency Conservation Program can be an extremely valuable tool for producer as they recover from disaster.  However it is limited in its application.  Nursery debris is excluded, helping with the rehabilitation of citrus trees, which I know about first hand, is clearly ambiguous.  This is a prime example of a worthwhile farm program that has been tailored for a segment of agriculture.

The Conservation Loan Guarantee Program, can I said ditto?    

We will be suggesting new initiatives such as expansion of this title for integrated pest management activities.  Our industry has been at the forefront of this activity using beneficial insects against bad ones, using good snails to eliminate bad snails but candidly not all commodities have the capability of applying this pest management program thus are forced into activities that are less environmentally sensitive.  Even in our industry what is good for California citrus may not be positive for Florida citrus.  So it goes around the country.  More support and more flexibility to benefit all producers are necessary.  Thus the expansion of the Conservation Innovation Grant program is something we will support.
Finally the manner in which certain programs are offered to certain regions and commodities requires re-examination.  Go where the need is, go where the foundation for rapid improvement is proven, and go where there has been a dearth of support in the past.  I cannot tell you the number of times programs are announced but for a variety of factors have excluded specialty crop producers.  

Now as a native Californian and a proud member of the Specialty Crop industry and an individual who has spent his whole life working with fresh fruits and vegetables from high school forward allow me to spot light why we must become more aggressive and why Congress must recognize that a farm policy should encompass as aspects of agriculture.  

Now we all know that California is the number one agricultural state in the nation so it stands to reason that in a title such as this the one state where the most improvement to the environment can be made is in the one industry and one state where even a small amount of improvement has large ramifications.  
In 2004 California only received one percent of the 2004 Conservation Program Payment.  In 2005 we made huge strides to six percent.  We rank 28th in conservation title funding.  
Every year more than 4000 of our state’s landowners are rejected when they apply to take part in USDA incentive programs according to NRCS.  That represents, again according to NRCS, 68% of our farm families.  

Some $20b is spent annually, on average, in direct subsidies but only a fifth of Farm Bill funding goes to activities that help farmers improve soil, water and air quality.  These are activities California farmers wish to access. 
I guess I can’t say it any better than Secretary Johanns did on November 2, 2005:

Currently, program crops represent a quarter of production value, yet they receive virtually all the funding:  ninety-two percent of the community program spending was paid on five crops.  The farmers who raise the other crops, 2/3 of all farmers – receive little support from current farm programs.”

That says it all.  We desire a more balanced farm bill and farm policy.  We wish to participate in programs that enhance the environment while allowing us to remain competitive in a world arena that is presently very unfair to specialty crops.  

I thank you for your time and attention.
